LAURELS
black with people and the dense mass of them fluttered with
the waving of hundreds of handkerchiefs. They shouted,
" Good on yer! " and kept up a shrill, continuous cheering
while, for two hours, their panting paddle steamer ploughed
along beside us. Our Australians cheered back to them and
yelled greetings at the tops of their voices. These were their
own people. They had come home.
We lay off \Villiamsto\vn that night. In the morning a
hot sun shone upon the oily waters of the harbour. I
shaved off my six weeks' beard and wore a suit again. My
neck seemed to have swollen unaccountably so that my
collar almost choked me. In the garments of civilization
which I had not worn for two months I felt clothes-conscious,
like a tailor's dummy. Imaginary rays issued from me as
they do, apparently, from those who wear certain kinds of
abdominal belts, do certain kinds of exercises or take certain
kinds of pills. Dressed up like this, waiting in the wardroom
for the situation to develop, I felt that all the abdominal
belts, exercises and pills in the world would probably be
insufficient to get me through the day. ** My! " said
Ellsworth, similarly clothes-conscious in a loose-fitting grey
suit," I certainly feel dressed up. Do you think there'll be
speeches? " Aeroplanes in formation zoomed and dipped
overhead. Two or three motor-launches chugged continu-
ally round the ship filled with reporters, cameras levelled.
" Hi! Can you get Mr. Ellsworth to come to the rail? We
want a photograph." Through glasses the hinterland of
Williaznstown could be seen rippling with a shifting mass of
colour like a herbaceous border in mid-summer. Packed
thousands awaited us. " Yes," I said. " I really am
rather afraid there will be speeches,"
How right I was! As we neared the jetty we could sec that
its long perspective had been railed off so that only a select
few stood upon it, a little distant knot of people with their
faces turned expectantly towards the ship as she edged along-
side. They stood within a pen of hurdles which kept the